The US President's annual State of the Union speech is a favorite place to unveil new initiatives. For the past several months there has been a buzz that President George W. Bush would say something dramatic about climate change. "Buzz" in Washington can mean political trial balloons, genuine leaks or simply wishful thinking. It took a while to sort out the truth in this case.
The week before the speech, a columnist for the Washington Post thought he might have smoked out the secret. Carbon emissions trading, which the White House had long resisted, could be the January surprise. "A fantasy, you say? On Saturday I put the case for a carbon tax or a cap-and-trade system to James Connaughton, the head of the Council on Environmental Quality at the White House. Far from denouncing these policies as eco-socialist nonsense, Connaughton sounded open to them. 'In concept I can agree with you,' he said."
But the Post soon reported that White House spokesman Tony Snow "slapped that down" at the next regular press briefing. The Boston Globe tried another bold prediction the day before the speech, noting that, "many in Congress and the energy industry expect it to include raising fuel-economy standards for automobiles, more support for renewable energy sources, and efforts to control emissions at utility plants and other big polluters."
That turned out to be somewhat closer to the truth. When Mr. Bush finally took the podium in front of Congress, he did call for improved fuel-efficiency standards for cars and more reliance on alternative fuels. However, power plants and industry, which generate two-thirds of greenhouse gases in the US, got a free pass.
The challenge for journalistsas always in a State of the Union message -is to take the few words the president utters and decide what they really mean. One issue that was quickly parsed was what the president meant when he called for an eventual 20 percent reduction in gasoline consumption. It was not quite what it seemed.
"There is no revolution in global warming policy in anything the President is proposing, no matter how the White House tries to spin it," Philip Clapp, the president of the National Environmental Trust told The Independent. "The President's proposals will contribute almost nothing to stopping global warming. They will allow our carbon emissions to grow by 14 per cent over the next 10 years." Some reports (but by no means all) mentioned that the 20 percent "reduction" is not a reduction of the actual rate of gasoline consumption; it's a reduction over the projected rate of consumption Mediawatch: Richard F. Harris looks at the response to climate change issues raised in President Bush's State of the Union address last month.
Fuelling controversy
in 2017 -which is of course much higher than today's consumption rate.
This reduction is supposed to be made possible in part through a modest tightening of fuel-efficiency standards, but also by a switch to alternative fuels -particularly ethanol. As the Rocky Mountain News noted, there's a lively debate about how much a switch to ethanol would actually help the climate. Some studies show that corn-based ethanol emits 30 percent less carbon dioxide. But other studies, "see essentially no benefit to a plan that relies entirely on corn ethanol. The main reason: lots of fossil fuels -which release greenhouse gases when burned -are currently used to make corn ethanol."
And the New York Times noted that alternative fuels could also be made from coal, rather than corn. "The technology is well established. But refining and then burning a gallon of gasoline derived from coal would send nearly twice as much carbon dioxide into the atmosphere as a conventional gallon of gasoline and would thus be a disaster for global warming. Trying to sequester the carbon dioxide underground during the refining process would be hugely expensive."
Despite all these caveats, there was still a measure of excitement that Mr. Bush for the first time in his six years in office mentioned climate change in his State of the Union address.
"It was just a couple of dozen words out of more than 5,000, uttered so fast that many in the audience missed them at first," the Washington Post reported. "But President Bush's commitment to fight global warming in his State of the Union address this week has echoed around the world and provoked debate about whether he is shifting his view of climate change."
The phrase did elicit hopeful comments from Prime Minister Tony Blair and other world leaders. But in the US, there seemed little optimism that the words actually represented a change of heart. "To be perfectly frank, I thought it was an appalling disappointment for everyone, whether you're on the right or the left," Samuel Thernstrom, a former Bush environmental aide told the Post. "We had all been led to expect . . . that we would hear a very substantial initiative from the president." Instead, he went on, the plan is "essentially trivial, it's marginal".
Marginal for the global climate, perhaps. But not so for ethanol producers. And it's not marginal for other consumers of corn. They are already seeing big price increases on the world market, as the thirst for ethanol grows. Indeed, the weekend after the speech, the Washington Post ran a story about tortilla makers in Mexico, who are watching their meager businesses evaporate as this staple food becomes too expensive for poor consumers.
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Hopes that the first joint meeting of the world's five regional tuna management organisations in Kobe last month might lead to strengthened measures to manage the fishing of these increasingly exploited species faded with little outcome conservationists saw of value.
Government members of the five organisations failed to agree on concrete action to reduce fishing capacity to sustainable levels, ensure only legally caught supplies of tuna to markets, reduce the fisheries' bycatch of species like turtles, seabirds and sharks, and ensure that developing countries can enter tuna fisheries sustainably, the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) said.
Despite Japan's and other governments' admission that tuna stocks are in a critical state, that urgent action is needed, and that solutions already exist, they have failed to agree on any new concrete actions. The only agreement at the meeting was to gather more data and meet more often, the WWF said. "This inaction will result in further depletion of tuna populations, degradation of the oceans, loss of tuna to eat and ultimately lead to a loss of livelihoods across the world." "More than 200 officials travelled to Japan with little achieved except a plan to hold more meetings. We hold government representatives personally responsible for reversing the decline in tuna populations," said Simon Cripps, director of the WWF's global marine programme.
Regional fisheries management organisations (RFMOs) are the main mechanism developed by countries to regulate fishing in the open ocean -areas beyond national law -where most tuna catches occur. Despite efforts by some governments within tuna RFMOs, global tuna stocks are critically depleted and some species, such as the bluefin, used for sushi and sashimi, are at high risk of collapse. Although this first meeting of the world's five tuna management bodies failed to reach concrete measures to drastically cut global tuna catches, the following week Japan agreed to cut its Atlantic bluefin tuna catch by more than 20 per cent by 2010 in line with an agreement reached last November with one of the five regional bodies -the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT). Catches will be cut from 32,000 tonnes to 25,500 tonnes in 2010.
But the small scale of this reduction has angered some conservationists. At a meeting in Croatia last November, ICCAT scientists warned that the bluefin tuna are at such a high risk that the fishery may collapse unless the allowable catch was halved in an effort to conserve them.
But the European Union defended the more modest cuts. Joe Borg, the EU's commissioner for fisheries and maritime affairs, said the measures agreed by ICCAT "represent a realistic chance for the gradual recovery of the bluefin tuna and, also importantly, for the sustainability of other fisheries, the fleets and the coastal communities involved."
But this position was challenged by Bill Hogarth of the US National Ocean and Atmospheric Administration, who chaired that ICCAT meeting and presented the US position. This argued that the current fishing mortality rate was more than three times the level that would permit the tuna population to stabilize at the level of maximum sustainable yield.
"Current fishing is expected to drive the spawning biomass to a very low level", the ICCAT scientists wrote in their report ahead of that meeting. "Those low levels are considered to give rise to a high risk of fishery and stock collapse."
Under the new ICCAT agreement, Japan will reduce its total catch of the Atlantic bluefin A first effort at a new international agreement on limiting tuna fishing has failed but catches must still be reduced, writes Nigel Williams.
Tuna crisis looms

